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Chapter 1

 

In the beginning

 

The church was as dark as the deepest pits of Hell. The only light came from the row of candles on the altar, their flames stretching up hungrily toward the vaulted ceiling. The candlelight threw tall shadows across the walls, silhouettes that twisted and writhed with every cold draft of air. The thick incense smoke reminded me of the smell of angels’ flesh burning.

Not a soul sat in the pews. The church was empty except for one lone priest kneeling before the altar, calling on a God he knew damn well wasn’t going to answer.

Another draft swung the heavy wooden doors shut behind me. The slam echoed through the hollow church.

The priest stood and turned. If the sound had startled him, he didn’t show it. “What brings you here so late, my child?”

With his back to the only light in the room, his face was indistinct, his eyes twin pits of shadows. But the roundness to his cheeks and the smile lines around his lips, thrown into craggy relief by the flames, spoke of kindness. I had seen that kindness in him the first time we had met. However rotten Heaven had been at its core, here on Earth a few genuinely good souls had occasionally found their way to its service. This man was one of them.

A shame he was intent on throwing his life away.

“I could ask you the same question.” I stepped forward into the light, letting him see my face.

It was a face most found hard to love, let alone trust. Maybe it was the way my hair always found its way to sticking up like devil’s horns and hanging into my eyes like I hadn’t combed it in days, no matter what I did to it. Maybe it was the gaunt look I got in my cheeks when I forgot about my body’s inconvenient need for food, which happened a lot. Maybe I carried a darkness in my eyes that gave the people who looked too closely some small hint of the things I had seen.

Or maybe I just wasn’t good at playing human. I’d been in this skin almost six months now, and it still felt like wearing borrowed clothes a size too small.

“Ah. The Fallen.” Father Keller inclined his head to me. The candlelight caught his hair at an angle that gave him a fiery halo. “Nicariel, was it? I was wondering if you would return.”

“I wouldn’t have, if you had listened to me the first time. What are you still doing here?”

He tilted his head, like he was surprised at the question. “This is my church, entrusted to me by the Holy See. This is where my work in this world is to be done. Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know, maybe somewhere the Inquisition wouldn’t be able to track you down. I did tell you they’d be coming for you now that you know the truth. You’ve had weeks to go into hiding. But here you are, a fish in a barrel. If I’d been one of them, I could have pumped you full of holes before you had a chance to turn around.”

The shadowed slash of his lips curled upward in a smile. “Then I am exceedingly glad it was you instead.”

I answered his smile with a hard look. “Next time, it won’t be. Which is why I’m here to take you someplace safe before it’s too late.”

“There is no ‘too late.’ There is only what time I am granted. The more, the better, certainly—but in the grand scheme of things, the difference between dying tomorrow and living twenty more years is a small one, is it not? These human lives are fleeting, however much we might wish it were otherwise. You, being immortal, should understand that better than most.”

Maybe I would have thought so when I’d still had my old body. But I wasn’t immortal anymore. And this new human body had made me painfully aware of the transience of human life. From where I was standing, there was a big difference between hanging on to this body another twenty years and having it ripped away tomorrow.

I studied Father Keller. The serenity on his face was plain even in the darkness. I shook my head. “What do you think you’re accomplishing by hanging around here? What’s the point? If you want to die, there are quicker ways.”

Some of the other priests I had visited over the past six months had taken that way out. Made me angry every time. I’d saved them from a lie. I’d given them their freedom. And that was what they chose to do with it?

But it didn’t make me as angry as what this one was doing. At least I understood why they had done it.

“I told you,” he said, “my work is here.”

“What work? Bowing before the Empty Throne? Praying and pretending someone can hear you? The God you served is dead. And He wasn’t worth your prayers even when He was alive. You seemed to understand it all well enough when I laid it out at our first meeting.”

It had taken a while for the truth to sink in. It always did. It was a bitter pill to swallow, that the God these priests had devoted their lives life to had been nothing but a puffed-up tyrant, more interested in getting His ego stroked with prayers and worship than taking care of the world He had created. That He had spent the past few thousand years lavishing His divine favors on the humans who prayed the loudest and bowed the lowest, while turning a blind eye when His favored children harmed the innocent and the truly deserving.

That He could die as easy as any of His angels—and had, a few months back, at the point of my stolen sword.

That didn’t make me some great hero. My hands were no cleaner than His. Before I Fell, I was one of His guardian angels, charged to protect His pet human monsters. With His hand on the reins of my magic, I didn’t have any choice but to stand by while my charges indulged their favorite sins. Sometimes I had to do worse than stand by.

What I’d done the day I stormed Heaven had been payback and justice alike. But sometimes it was hard for the priests to see it that way. No big surprise there. No one wants to admit they’ve given their life to a lie.

Father Keller had taken it better than most. Or that was how it had seemed at our last meeting. Now I wondered if what I’d taken for acceptance had been nothing but denial.

My insults to his vocation didn’t seem to shake him any more than the threat of the Inquisition. “I understand.”

“Then why are you here? You keep talking about your work. Who is it you think you’re working for?”

“Ah. Now you’re asking the right question.” He smiled. “I serve humanity, as I always have. The work of a priest has little to do with what happens in Heaven. Our work is here, guiding each sacred and unique soul entrusted to us through the chaos and struggle of life here on Earth. And if the information you gave me was accurate—and I admit your evidence was quite persuasive—then humanity needs us more than ever.”

His voice was warm, like the touch of a gentle hand. It sank deep into my human flesh and straight to my heart, where it gently tore open an aching wound I’d been happy enough ignoring. Why couldn’t I have been assigned to protect a human like him even once, in all my millennia of prostrating myself before the Throne?

“You won’t be doing that human flock of yours a lot of good when the Inquisition blows your brains out. Or were you not listening when I told you they’re coming for anyone who finds out the truth? They don’t want the word getting out that there’s no one on the Throne anymore.”

My voice was rough. I hadn’t thought I could ever feel anything warmer toward a priest than pitying contempt, but that gentle voice of his had a way of getting under my skin. Reminded me of all the other innocent souls I’d encountered in this world, before my human charges broke that innocence and I helped them do it.

I had thought I could save this one. Shows what I got for letting myself think things could be different.

“May I ask you a question, Nicariel?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Why have you devoted these past months to spreading these truths to God’s servants, if the knowledge does nothing but place a death sentence on our heads?”

“Because you’re no one’s servants anymore, and you’ve got the right to know that. Better to die for the truth than live a lie, if that’s what it comes down to. Course, there are other options than standing around waiting to die.”

“I would not have imagined that one of the Fallen would care so deeply for truth. Or for the wellbeing of myself and my fellow priests, for that matter.”

“I care about truth and justice and the like a hell of a lot more than the one you worshipped ever did. Otherwise I would have stayed all warm and cozy in Hell instead of giving up my immortal life to end His.”

“Language, Nicariel,” he admonished. “This is a church.”

That surprised a laugh from me. It came out as a rough bark—these new vocal cords of mine weren’t so used to laughing. From the smile on his face, I got the impression maybe that reaction was what he’d been going for.

A priest with a sense of humor. Who’d have thought?

“I understand the magnitude of the choice you made,” said Father Keller. “You risked everything, and gave up nearly as much. But you won. You struck the final blow against the darkness—a seductive dream, as anyone who has ever found themselves captivated by John’s Revelation could tell you.” His sigh was almost too soft to hear. “And then you woke from the dream, into a world that was the same as it had ever been. A world where sin still holds sway, and the human heart contains good and evil in equal measure.”

I had a mind to walk away from him right then and there and leave him to the fate he’d chosen. “You want to stand here in your empty church, saying your empty prayers, and tell me I didn’t make a difference? There’s no one up there in heaven anymore demanding you all kiss his feet and punishing the ones who refuse. No guardian angels making sure all the monsters in human skin can keep on doing their evil as long as they suck up to the big guy hard enough. I did that. What good have your prayers ever done?”

His shadowed eyes regarded me with that same quiet calm. What did it take to piss this guy off, I wanted to know. “You mentioned truth,” he said. “Justice. Are they any easier to find now than they were before you won your victory?”

“So there’s no hope, is that it? We should all lie down and die right now?” The wound in my heart tore open a little wider. Just goes to show, you’ve got to watch out for the good souls. More often than not, they’re the ones who can do the most damage.

“We do the work, as we always have. The quiet, unglamorous work of holding off the darkness one step and one soul at a time. It isn’t as dramatic as storming the gates of Heaven itself to end the world’s evils in one blow, I admit. Or as gratifying as embarking on a grand mission of truth.”

“You think I should leave them in the dark and go open a soup kitchen? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I suspect you miss having a knowable enemy, and a victory that can be achieved in a single blow. The idea of a new crusade, another war that must be won, must be seductive. Enough so that it’s easy to ignore the hard truth in front of you: your fight cannot be the same as it once was, because you are not the same. In that human body, you are as vulnerable against the Inquisition as I am. You’re tempting fate, doing what you’re doing, and for what purpose? To bring despair to the hearts of those of us doing the work on the ground, and put us in the crosshairs of an enemy we can resist no more than you can?” He shook his head. “You are as human as the rest of us now, Nicariel. Perhaps it’s time for you to fight your battle against darkness the human way.”

That hit where it hurt. Not the part about despair. If there’s a choice between letting someone eat a pile of shit and believe it’s ice cream, or holding up a mirror and giving them a good look at what’s smeared all over their face, I’ll take the second option every time, no matter how sick it makes them. But I’d lost a few priests to the Inquisition already. More than a few, if I was being honest. I’d told myself they hadn’t run fast enough or hidden well enough. But if this body’d had what it took to fight them, none of that would have mattered.

That’s not to say I didn’t try. I’d learned a few harsh lessons about how much human weapons hurt when you’re made of fragile flesh and breakable bone instead of divine fire. Picked up a few scars along the way, too.

I’d also fought a few opportunistic demons who thought they’d take advantage of the fact that Heaven’s attention was elsewhere. Turned out they hit even harder.

“You want to talk about pretending things are the same?” I spread my arms wide, motioning to the empty pews to either side. “What do you do here every Sunday? Spread the word of a God who doesn’t exist anymore? Say nothing as your human flock sends their prayers up to a silent Heaven? And how about what I caught you doing tonight? Don’t tell me you weren’t praying, even if just out of habit.”

I took a step toward him. My human body was tall and wiry. I loomed over him as the candle flames stretched my skeletal shadow up across the wall.

I wanted to make him flinch. I wanted to piss him off. I wanted to hear him admit he was wrong so I could get his words out of my head.

He watched me with dark, impassive eyes.

“Talk all you like about your quiet, unglamorous work. Truth is, you’re afraid of looking too deep at what it means for you that your God is gone. Maybe you know if you wait long enough to ask yourself those questions, the Inquisition will make sure you never have to.”

He bowed his head. His shoulders shook. My lips twisted in a crooked smile. I’d finally gotten to him.

I’d thought it would feel better than it did.

My stomach felt strangely heavy. Still wasn’t used to having one of those. I tasted shit on my tongue.

Then I heard a sound coming from him. He was chuckling quietly to himself. When he looked up at me, I could see him well enough from where I was to get a good look at the rueful smile on his face.

“We so often see our own flaws mirrored in others, don’t we?” he asked. “I believe there’s a relevant verse about the mote in our brother’s eye. Even we priests are not immune, however much we might like to think otherwise.”

A sense of humor and willing to admit to his own hypocrisy. This priest was a rare find.

I hoped this one didn’t die. This world could use more like him.

“This requires careful consideration, I think. And, I suspect, more than a little painful soul-searching.” He studied me a moment longer. Then, all at once, he stuck out a hand to me. “What do you say, Nicariel? Shall we take that journey together? Pain shared is pain halved, they say.”

I looked at his hand. It was pale and shaking. Despite all his calm, it looked to me like the idea of touching one of the Fallen scared even him. As it should.

He wasn’t the only one who was scared. That empty hand spiked more dread in my gut than any weapon an Inquisitor had ever aimed at me.

Didn’t know why it should. I didn’t have to take it. I had a mission.

And how had it worked out for me so far? How had it worked out for the priests I’d saved?

Before I could think too hard about it, I shook his hand. I could always walk away later.

“One condition,” I said. “You leave this church tonight. And you never come back.”

He shot one last lingering look behind him. But he didn’t offer any objections as I led him toward the door.


 

Chapter 2

 

Present day

 

Father Keller sat at his usual spot at the reception desk in the front room of my office. There was a half-finished muffin on the desk next to him, and a to-go cup of coffee that must have gone cold by now. He had a pile of papers spread out in front of him—bills, most likely, judging from all the red ink—but he wasn’t looking at them. His eyes were closed as he massaged the stress creases in his forehead.

“I had a good life,” he muttered. “A quiet life. What was I thinking?”

I stood in front of his desk, off to the left. Opposite me was a tank of a woman as tall as me, dressed head to toe in black tactical gear. A deep scar carved her left eyebrow in two. She had a scowl on her face dark enough to make a vampire think it was safe to come out and play.

Up until a couple weeks ago, I’d have said Juliana was tied with Father Keller for my best employee. Until I got a cold hard look at what it meant to share an office with her.

Dead center between us was the stack of client files I had dumped in front of her. Each folder was neatly labeled with a client name—last name comma first name—in Juliana’s heavy block printing. My blood heated up all over again just looking at them.

“I had a peaceful parish. A valued position. Parishioners who respected my guidance.” Father Keller looked up, saw my face, and buried his head in his hands again. “And I gave it all up to chaperone a fallen angel with the maturity of a sixteen-year-old and the attitude of a crotchety old man, and an ex-Inquisitor with all the tenacity of her former colleagues and none of the restraint.”

“Oh, I’ve got restraint,” Juliana growled. “I’ve got restraint up the wazoo. You want to see me without restraint?”

“We all share the same mission,” said Father Keller. “To find justice for those afflicted by supernatural forces and dismissed by the mundane authorities. We all believe strongly in this mission—we must, because we certainly aren’t doing this for the pay. Is it too much to ask for us to put our personal differences aside for the sake of keeping the atmosphere in our office reasonably pleasant?”

“My office,” I corrected, but I was looking at Juliana and not Father Keller. “It’s my name outside the door.” It was small enough to barely be readable, even for those who were looking for it. That was intentional—if someone came looking for me, they already knew how to find me. But it was there.

Juliana crossed her arms. “An office you all but begged me to come work in.”

“I offered you a job. You took it. Now you work for me. You’re my employee.”

Juliana rolled her eyes heavenward. “Is that how things are between us now? Who saved that human body of yours from becoming dinner for that ten-foot-tall crocodile demon last week? The one you thought you could take down with a pea-shooter and a few piddly sparks of magic?”

I mirrored her hostile stance. “You work for me,” I repeated. “That means you don’t change the way things are done around here without my permission.”

“Maybe if you’d given me an actual job description, I would have known it went against company policy to get our client files in some kind of order.”

“My client files. And I had a system. Be lucky if I can find anything now.”

“A system? I found half your notes on a client from three years ago tucked into a book on conversational Spanish. The other half were propping up a dead potted plant you never bothered to toss.”

“Lisa Gianelli,” I said immediately. “See? A system. And those notes should be shredded anyway. They’re evidence. Along with half of what you cleaned up all neat and tidy in there.” I jabbed an accusing finger down at the stack of folders. “I’m sure Detective Sullivan will thank you for it when he finally manages to get a search warrant for this place.”

“If this is all about a few files,” said Father Keller from behind his hands, “surely we could find a filing method that would serve as a suitable compromise.”

I shook my head. “It’s not just the files. You keep moving my mug—”

“Washing your mug.”

“You’ve been clomping around in the basement when I’m trying to sleep. I can hear you all the way from upstairs.”

“You told me I could get it fixed it up and use it to train. Can’t fix it up without making some noise.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to do it at the crack of dawn.”

“Try the crack of noon. It’s not my problem if you can’t get up at a reasonable hour. I’m up at five every morning to train for two hours, even when I’ve been up half the night pulling my boss out of a crocodile’s jaws.” Before I could correct her version of events—she never would have gotten close enough to shoot that thing between the eyes if I hadn’t slowed it down with my magic—she went on. “And speaking of time, you haven’t filled out your time sheet in days.”

“Because the time sheet is two parts ridiculous and one part pointless. How do you want us to track time spent chasing crocodile demons through the sewers?”

“Mark it down as aggressive negotiations on behalf of a client.” She shrugged. “Or whatever you want. But we need to keep track of our hours worked, or our taxes are going to be a bitch.”

“What the IRS doesn’t know won’t hurt them. Or rather, it won’t hurt me. So far, they have no idea we exist. Why mess with a good thing?”

Juliana’s eyes bugged out. “How long has it been since you’ve filed your taxes?”

“Five years, give or take. That’s how long I’ve been human, right?” I looked at Father Keller to confirm. He flung one hand up in surrender, as if to say, Kill each other if you like, but I’m an innocent bystander. The other, he kept firmly pressed to his forehead.

“This place toes the line between legal and not on the best of days,” I said. “Anyone who takes a look at what we’re doing for more than two seconds can smell the bullshit all over the ‘We’re personal security consultants, all we do is hand out advice’ line. We go near the IRS, we’ll have cops crawling up our asses before we know it.”

“We’ll draw a lot more attention in the long run if we don’t file our taxes!”

I scoffed. “And you’re going to tell me you paid your taxes all nice and legal when you worked for the Inquisition? Don’t tell me they sent you tax forms every year.”

“Of course they did. I was legally employed by the Vatican as special security. You’ve got it easy—you don’t need to worry about foreign income.”

Her tax returns must have raised a few eyebrows over in Washington. Then again, given how many in the government had likely sold their soul to something nasty, could be they were already on a first-name basis with the Inquisition out there.

“I thought you signed on because you wanted to get out there and fight,” I said. “Not make sure all our t’s were dotted and i’s crossed.” I crossed my eyes at her.

That earned me a withering glare. “The Inquisition goes up against things no human should stand a chance against, and more often than not, they win. How do you think they do it? Flawless preparation and perfect discipline. That extends to all areas of life. Regular physical training. A clean and uncluttered environment. Keeping your finances in order—which includes paying your taxes.”

“Clean and uncluttered,” I repeated. “Is that what you were doing when you went after that ghoul the other night? Getting some clutter off the streets?”

“This again?” Juliana’s broad shoulders tightened. “It was a threat. It was in our city. I don’t know why you have a problem with this.”

“It was squatting in an abandoned building. It wasn’t doing anyone any harm.”

“Not yet.”

“The thing looked half-starved.”

“Which would have been bad news for the next human who wandered in there looking for a place to shoot up.” Juliana huffed out a sigh. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I fight monsters. It’s what I do. I thought it was why you hired me.”

“Before you go around painting every monster with the same brush, it might do you well to remember you also work for one.”

It took a lot to make Juliana flinch. But that did it. As I watched her pull into herself, I regretted saying it. I didn’t like what she’d done to that ghoul. Didn’t mean it was okay for me to go poking at what I damn well knew was a raw nerve.

“With God gone and the rest of the Inquisition corrupt, it’s up to me to fulfill our original mandate to protect humanity,” said Juliana. “One of me against all the demons of Hell. If I ever had the luxury of moral qualms, I don’t anymore. Whether that means taking care of a threat before the dead bodies start showing up, or making a strategic alliance with one of the Fallen, I do what I have to do. And you’ve proven you can be trusted. For now.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Although sometimes I wonder.”

“Is this about that idiot out in Ashley Hill a couple weeks back?” The man had thought the best way to protect himself against the men coming to collect on his gambling debts was to summon a hellhound. Guess he thought it would be like having a guard dog, but better. He didn’t reckon with the fact that once the hound was out of the binding circle, it wouldn’t have any reason to listen to what he had to say. He hadn’t even bothered to buy any treats, or one of those dog-training manuals.

He was lucky he hadn’t lost more than a hand. If Juliana’d had her way, he would have.

“He brought a demon into this world. It’s hard enough keeping them out without people like him opening the door for them. At least Holly Bennett made a bad choice for a good reason. This guy just wanted to save his own skin.”

“We banished the hellhound. We got the guy out of town and told him to check out Gamblers Anonymous. Everyone won.”

“Once someone gets a taste of the dark side, there’s no going back. As soon as he hits another problem he thinks is too big for him, he’ll be breaking out the black-magic books again. And next time, he’ll be out of our reach.”

“So you think we should have executed him for a lack of common sense?”

Juliana shrugged. The effect was something like a mountain getting up and moving. “Say what you want about the Inquisition’s brand of justice, it’s held the forces of Hell at bay for a thousand years.”

Might be she had a point. I was happy enough to make use of her Inquisition training when it served my purposes. And although I had a few thousand years on her, I was new to the demon-hunting game. Until recently, I’d had a strict rule for myself: mundane jobs only. Juliana had a lot more experience with this stuff than me.

I wasn’t about to go out there and execute every idiot kid and pathetic scrawny ghoul in the city. But could be my problem had less to do with Juliana’s moral code, and more to do with having to share the decision-making with someone else. Until a couple months ago, Father Keller handled all the paperwork and sweet-talked the occasional witness when necessary, but I was the one on the ground making all the hard choices. Now it was me and Juliana.

Couldn’t say I minded the extra gun hand. Especially when it came to demonic sewer crocs. But someone else getting a say in how I did my work? That was taking some getting used to. Last time someone else tried to dictate what I did and how I did it, I broke into Heaven and drove a sword through the bastard’s heart.

I looked over at Father Keller. I could usually count on him to set my moral compass right when it needed recalibrating. Even if I wasn’t generally too happy about it. Maybe he had something to offer here.

Juliana followed my lead.

Father Keller looked between the two of us. He let out the heavy sigh of a man who was having serious second thoughts about his life choices.

“I admit to feeling a certain unease about the moral compromises our work sometimes requires,” he said. “When we turn a blind eye to the presence of evil, we allow it to grow and fester—and there is more than enough evil in this world as it is.”

Juliana lifted her chin to me in triumph. I shot Father Keller a wounded look that was only half a joke. He’d known me first. Where did he get off taking her side?

“However,” he said, “the Inquisition’s approach lacks an essential humanity, and that makes it border on reprehensible in my view. There is no room for forgiveness in their worldview, and no allowance made for individual circumstances.”

Juliana glowered. “Forgiveness is all well and good until you’re the one torn in half by an untrained hellhound.”

I shot her dark look right back at her. “How about when you’re the one facing down a firing squad for making one stupid mistake?”

Father Keller rubbed his temples. He opened his mouth.

The bell over the front door rang.

“We have a client.” Father Keller sounded ready to get down on his knees and say a prayer of gratitude right then and there. He turned to the woman standing in the doorway with a look of undisguised relief. “What can we do for you, ma’am?”


 

Chapter 3

 

The woman’s hair was a shade of fire-engine red that could only have come from a bottle. It was the brightest thing about her. The rest of her looked faded, body and soul. Her drab gray shirt looked like it had lost its original color a few dozen washings ago. Her faded jeans might have been blue in another lifetime. Now they were a dull gray-brown, and torn in all the wrong places to be fashionable. Even her pale skin was tinged with gray, like something had sucked all the pink out, and her zest for life along with it.

She was almost as tall as Juliana, but skinny everywhere Juliana was wrapped in muscle. Not model-skinny. More like not-enough-to-eat skinny. Knobbly elbows, skin hanging loose off her upper arms but stretched tight enough against her cheekbones to show the shape of her skull.

I couldn’t get a read on her age. She could have been anywhere between fifteen and fifty. Maybe it was the world-weary look in her eyes that threw me off. It didn’t match the youth of her face.

Those eyes were the only vibrant thing about her. A pale amber just this side of unnatural, they blazed with life. They said, I may be going down, but I’m taking the other guy with me.

We were in my inner office. I sat behind my desk, looking her over while trying not to be too obvious about it. I had given her the chair on the other side of the desk, where she sat forward and stared me down like this meeting was a cage match and she planned to win.

Juliana stood behind me and off to one side, like some looming royal guard ready to slice off the head of anyone who didn’t bow low enough. It didn’t sit well with me. Just because I wanted the freedom to make my own decisions, that didn’t mean I liked feeling like some kind of king on a throne. But she didn’t have another place to put herself, so I lived with it.

Father Keller was out front at his desk. I had left the door cracked so he could listen in. Sometimes he saw things in people that I missed.

“You planning on giving me your name?” I asked the woman in front of me.

“Tish.” I waited, but she didn’t give a last name.

I didn’t ask. More often than not, the name people give me isn’t what it says on their birth certificate anyway. I also didn’t bother asking how she’d heard of me. My name got passed around. Usually in a whisper. Most often to people who were all out of other options, from people who had been there.

I leaned back in my chair. “What can I do for you, Tish?”

“You ever hear of Candy Apple?” she asked.

“The dessert or the color?”

“Neither. It’s some new drug. It came out of nowhere a few weeks back, and now it’s everywhere. The high is supposed to be better than heroin, with all the warm fuzzies of ecstasy, and it’s cheaper than both. They say it’s safer than both, too.”

I didn’t miss the edge in her voice when she said that last bit. “They say,” I repeated. “You don’t think so?”

“Maybe safer for some,” she said with a bitter twist to her lip. “It’s killed three in my family alone, all in the last couple of weeks. I’ve heard about other deaths too. Some of us have been trying to spread the word, but not fast enough. And no warnings we give can bring the dead back.”

“You want whoever gave them the drug to get what’s coming to them,” I guessed. I opened my mouth, preparing to go into my spiel about how, legally, all I can do is advise a client on how they can best protect themselves, and whatever action they decide to take based on that advice is up to them. It’s what’s known as a CYA notice, short for cover your hindquarters.

But she cut me off with a sharp shake of her head. “That might make me feel better, but it won’t help the next time someone dies. I want this stuff off the street.”

I sucked in a breath. “That’s a tall order.”

“You’re up to it. Or so I’ve heard.”

“Not sure you heard right on that one.” I looked at her with regret. I felt for her, I really did. But the drug trade was outside my wheelhouse. “If it was one person responsible, I could help you. Even a group of them. But drugs are an international business. I’m a one-man shop.” I shot Juliana an apologetic look. “Make that one man, one woman. Even so, this is above my weight class. And not the area I specialize in, besides.”

Her eyes flashed a deeper amber. “You’re too good to help us, is that it?”

“Not at all. I just don’t want to promise what I can’t deliver.”

“You’ve got a reputation for righting injustices everyone else turns a blind eye to. That’s what I heard, anyway. Did I hear wrong?”

“Not at all. But if I could solve the city’s drug problem, I’d have done it years ago.”

“This isn’t about poor pathetic addicts overdosing, if that’s what you’re thinking. Whoever is spreading this shit, they aren’t doing it so people can get a cheap high. That’s a cover. All of us with an eye on what’s been happening know it. Someone is targeting us. They want to clear us out of the city. Not all of us, mind you—the ones making billion-dollar deals from their East Central penthouses are just fine. It’s the rest of us they want dead. The ones desperate enough to go looking for a few hours’ escape at the sharp end of a needle. We’re the ones stinking up their city, and we’re the ones they want dead. Whoever they are.”

“First I want to know who ‘us’ is.” I was starting to feel like I was missing something.

“Us demons. Who else?” She blinked at me. “Wait. You didn’t know?”

I took a second look at the woman. Her hair wasn’t fire-engine red after all. It was the red of hellfire, and if I looked close enough, I could see sparks dancing in the tangled waves. She had a whiff of it on her too, the perfume of sulfur and organic rot. And those eyes… they weren’t any human color. They were closer to orange than amber, and they had gotten steadily darker the more fired up she got.

There were more types of demons in Hell than there were animal species on Earth, but I’d seen a few like her during my stint there. If she opened her mouth wide enough, I bet I’d see a second row of teeth, pointed like a shark’s. And if I made her mad enough, her silver claws might come out.

There was a time I could clock a demon the second they walked into my office, from the pain in my scars alone. When I had used Michael’s sword to win the Last War, the angelic glyphs carved into the hilt had burned themselves into my palms. Most of the time, the scars weren’t visible. But when I got too close to angelic or demonic energy, they lit up like I’d stuck my hands in a pile of hot coals. It was why I owned several pairs of fingerless leather gloves and wore them wherever I went. Scars that appeared and disappeared out of nowhere raised too many questions.

But with all the supernatural jobs I’d been taking on these days, not to mention the demon-hunting I’d been helping Juliana with on the side, my scars got set off on a daily basis lately. Then there was the angelic magic I’d been learning to channel. The more I used it, the more the residue clung to me like a bad smell, even hours after the fact. I’d started to forget what it was like for my scars not to hurt.

Behind me, the floor creaked as Juliana stirred. “We don’t take demons as clients.”

I looked over my shoulder at her with a small shake of my head. “Let’s hear what she has to say first.”

“She’s a demon. What else do you need to hear?”

I turned back to Tish. “What are you doing here? Not here in my office. Here on Earth.”

“A lot of us have been trying to get out of Hell since Lucifer vanished. Beelzebub has been cracking down hard on anything he sees as a threat to his leadership. It was one thing when he was going after the Fallen who were trying to start a new war with Heaven without his say-so. But the week before me and my family left, he had someone skinned and eaten alive by swamp flies for saying Lucifer’s name too loud. That was the last straw for us.”

“Nice sob story,” Juliana muttered. “Wonder how much is true.”

I shot her a look. “I’ve seen demons like you before,” I said to Tish. “You need fresh meat, and a lot of it. What do you eat?”

“Rats, mostly. As many as we can catch.”

“No humans?”

“Never.”

Juliana took a heavy step forward. The floor quaked. The pens in the holder on my desk jiggled against each other.

Tish shrank back, looking cowed for the first time since she’d walked in the door. “It was just the once. He tried to rob us. We figured if he wanted to take what was ours, we had the right to take what was his.”

“Just the once? Are you sure about that?” I’d heard Juliana use that same voice on a demon-summoner she’d interrogated for me.

“Okay, maybe a few more times. What do you want from us? We were starving, and rats are hard to come by some days. There’s too many of us out there fighting for the same food supply, more every day. And human and rat are pretty much the only options, unless you get lucky and snag a raccoon. At least now that the humans have wised up and stopped letting their cats outside.”

I leaned forward and steepled my hands on the desk. “If I help you, no more human meat. You don’t touch it, your family doesn’t touch it. No cats, either.”

Juliana turned her glare on me. “We’re not taking her as a client.”

“Sounds like this is our kind of case. We’ve got demon refugees living on the streets, eating rats.”

“And humans.”

“We’ve got a drug that gives humans a too-good-to-be-true high, but kills demons.” I looked at Tish. “That about right?”

Tish nodded.

“So either the effect on demons is a coincidental side effect of this drug that appeared out of nowhere—a drug someone is selling for less than it’s worth, which no one does out of the goodness of their heart—or someone out there is targeting demons who haven’t done anything but try to get themselves and their families out of a bad situation.”

“Have you forgotten the dead humans?”

“We won’t go near human meat anymore,” said Tish. “Not if you help us. Someone’s got to do something, and we can’t go to the cops and say someone’s murdering demons.”

I looked up at Juliana. She stared down at me with the hard eyes of an Inquisitor.

“I’ve helped you out a lot, these past few weeks,” I said. “Those sewer crocs? No one was paying us for that. I did it as a favor to you.”

“Doesn’t sound like she can pay, either.”

“I can pay,” Trish said, surprising me. She reached into her threadbare purse and pulled out a thick stack of cash. “We put the word out. Everyone who’s lost someone put in what they had.” She set the bills down on the desk between us. “Is this enough?”

I didn’t bother counting. “It’s plenty.”

“I want to talk to you alone,” Juliana growled.

“My office,” I reminded her. “My signature on the paychecks. My name on the door. And when it comes to which clients to take on, it’s my call.”

Juliana eyed the door like she was thinking of marching right out and not coming back.

Instead, she stepped back and leaned against the wall with a thump I felt through the floor. “When this goes wrong,” she said, “I expect an apology. An expensive one. I’ve got a few new weapons on my wishlist.”

“Then I guess that’s a reason to make sure it doesn’t go wrong.” I slid the cash across the desk toward me.

Tish smiled. I caught a glimpse of shark teeth.

I hoped I knew what I was getting into.


 

Chapter 4

 

Konstantin “Kandy Man” Neumann looked like a man accustomed to getting his own way. The gaudy gold watch on his wrist, and the TV that covered most of a wall, said he made good money at what he did—namely, supplying half the low-level dealers in the city of Jarvis. That kind of money could probably persuade just about anyone to do what he wanted. I had a suspicion a good amount of it was lining the pockets of Jarvis’s more enterprising cops. When we first walked in, he’d offered us a check fat enough to make sure neither of us had to eat off the dollar menu for a good long time.

If throwing money at a problem didn’t work, he also had fists like hammers, and the muscles to back them up. He hadn’t tried using that form of persuasion on us. He hadn’t gotten the chance.

He lay facedown in front of us, face pressed up against the crumb-strewn carpet. Guess he hadn’t thought to use any of that cash of his to hire a cleaning service. He let out a muffled moan as Juliana twisted his arm behind his back.

“One more time,” she rumbled in his face. “Where are you getting your supply of Candy Apple?”

A pair of answering moans came from the alley outside, where his bodyguards lay tangled up in their own over-muscled limbs. Juliana had left them conscious, but they weren’t going to be a danger to us anytime soon. Especially since she was holding the gun one of them had pulled.

It was smaller than she usually went for. It looked like a toy in her thick hands as she pressed the barrel up against Konstantin’s cheek. He whimpered.

“I lied,” she said. “I’ll give you one more chance. But that’s all.”

Like I said. There are times Juliana’s skills come in useful.

She hadn’t been my first choice of partner for today’s round of pavement-pounding. Conversations like this, I usually prefer to take the subtle route. That’s when Father Keller earns his salary and then some. Even guys like this will open up to a priest.

But when I had stumbled downstairs this morning to snarl at Juliana for banging around in the basement, he hadn’t been at his desk. The coffee and muffins he brought in every morning were waiting for me, along with a note that said he was taking a personal day. Five years we’d been working together now, and the man had never taken a personal day.

I was doing my best not to worry. Making the rounds of the city’s drug dealers made for a good distraction.

Too bad not a one of them had told us anything useful so far.

Konstantin stared up at Juliana with wild, panicked eyes. “I told you. I don’t sell that shit!”

“We’ve heard that line a lot today,” I said. “From the little guys, it was halfway believable. From you? Not so much.” I squatted down in front of him. “Half the drug trade in the city goes through you. And this stuff is everywhere these days, or so I’ve heard. You haven’t done anything to shut it down, like you would have if someone was muscling in on your business. That means it’s coming from you.”

He started to shake his head, then froze as the movement dug Juliana’s stolen gun deeper into his cheek. “I’m telling you, I wouldn’t go near it. I’m a businessman. You don’t stay in business by taking that kind of risk.”

“What kind of risk?”

“My guys sell reliable product. High quality. That’s how you get repeat business. I know all my suppliers. Been working with them for years. Some stranger shows up out of nowhere, wanting me to sell some sketchy shit I’ve never heard of? No. The Kandy Man doesn’t operate that way.”

Now we were getting somewhere. I nodded to Juliana, who pulled the gun back a fraction of an inch. “Tell me about this stranger. You got a name for me?”

“I don’t know his name. He didn’t tell me, I didn’t ask.” His wide eyes darted up toward Juliana. “I swear. I wanted him gone as quick as possible. The only thing I asked him was did he know how to find the door on his own or would I have to help him through it.”

“What did he say to piss you off that much?”

“First he comes to me all puffed up with his fancy words and his shiny shoes, like he’s doing me some kind of favor by giving me the chance to risk my operation on his hinky product. Then he thinks he can dictate terms. To me. No one tells the Kandy Man how to do business.” 

“What kind of terms?”

“He wanted to tell me what price to sell at. With his numbers, I’d have priced myself and all my guys out of business. When I told him where he could stuff his terms, he said if I didn’t want in, he’d find himself a network of his own. I laughed in his face. Told him he wouldn’t be the first to try it.”

Konstantin’s face darkened, anger breaking through the animal panic. This person might not have been the first to try, but it looked like he was the first to succeed.

“He give you a card? In case you changed your mind?”

“You thinking of going looking for him? Don’t. I don’t care what he did to you. Leave that shit alone.” A shiver came over him. “You think I wanted him gone so fast because I didn’t like his offer? If that was all, I could have taught him a lesson in my own
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